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ABSTRACT 
There are a variety of methods used by EDC instructors with the goal of preparing students to 
actively participate in group discussions. However, due to the nature of individual differences in 
language learning, and the changing moods and motivations of learners, instructors must find a 
variety of means to help prepare classes to have successful discussions. One sign of a successful 
discussion is the absence of unusually long silences (inter-turn gaps). This reflective paper 
focuses on the use of several different pre-task planning (PTP) activities for one class in 
particular, and the effects these preparation methods have on student performance in group 
discussions: primarily the frequency and length of silences. Theories within the areas of 
sociolinguistics and second language acquisition (SLA) are referenced in an attempt to better 
understand the usefulness of PTP in promoting learners to develop more fluent L2 discussions. 
INTRODUCTION 
This project was started after an initial observation of one particular group (hereby referred to as 
Class A) in which every week, students consistently encountered instances of silence in their 
group discussions of three to four members. This was seen as a unique problem and uncommon 
compared to the progress of the other twelve classes taught in the Fall 2013 semester. An 
instructor might expect a lower level class to have more instances of silence in group discussions 
because of limited L2 proficiency, or a lack of understanding the instructions or task, but this 
was not the case for the Class A. All eight students showed positive signs of comprehension 
during instructor led explanations and presentations, and had no trouble starting activities once 
prompted. The problem of silence for this group occurred when the floor was open for any of the 
group members to speak, not when the speaker took an extended amount of time to think of how 
to explain his or her ideas.  Class A’s silences are considered unusually lengthy for a fluent 
discussion based on Sacks et al. (1974)’s findings that highly proficient speakers will tend to 
have very short gaps between one speaking turn to the next, measureable by less than a second. 
Although in a first language (L1), turns are usually smooth and more automated with minimal 
gaps, in a second language (L2), limited linguistic and interactional competence hinder this 
natural fluency (Levinson, 1983). 
Current research has looked at the ways in which a student’s L2 can be developed, 
distinguishing three aspects of L2 performance: fluency, accuracy, and complexity (Foster and 
Skehan, 1996; Skehan and Foster, 1997; Skehan, 1998). Skehan (1998) defines the three 
dimensions of language production as; accuracy (how closely the L2 language produced 
conforms to target language norms), complexity (the use of interlanguage forms that are complex 
and structured), and fluency (the speaker’s ability to produce language in real time). For the 
context of this paper, L2 learner fluency will be the primary focus, omitting the dimensions of 
accuracy and complexity. More specifically, fluency will be considered the amount silence in 
group discussions (i.e. the more silence, the less fluent the discussion). 
The two main areas of research used in this study are inter-turn gaps and pre-task 
planning (PTP) activities. Inter-turn gaps (Ryoo, 2011) is a fairly recent term adapted from 
Levinson (1983)’s attributable silence referring to any unusually lengthy silences between 
speaking turns. These speaking turns could be from one speaker to the next, or when one speaker 
continues his or her turn after no other member takes the floor. These inter-turn gaps often 
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signal problems in talk, and are usually not apparent in L1 interactions. In fact, Schegloff et al. 
(2002) posit that any pause of more than a beat of silence could potentially be considered 
unusual or lengthy, leading the researchers of the study to believe that a silence of any longer 
than a beat in turn transitions is one way non-native speakers exhibit their non-nativeness. 
Although studies on inter-turn gaps have been widely investigated in first language interactions 
(Sacks, 2004; Wilson & Zimmerman, 1986), there is little research in terms of second language 
interactions. One study in the area of L2 inter-turn gaps was done by Wong (2004), where she 
concluded that a delay in turns may be caused by the L2 learner’s lack of full command of the 
target language. Similar to Schegloff et al. (2002), Wong (2004) also claims that the occurrence 
of inter-turn gaps may be a sign of the generic difference between L1 and L2 interactions. 
Another recent study by Hauser (2009), focused on turn-taking organization of L2 learners in 
discussion activities, found obvious differences of turn-taking practices compared to the 
conversations of native speakers. Hauser (2009) discovered that learners of English were much 
less likely to compete with each other for control of the floor, and often avoided taking the role 
of the primary speaker, unlike native speakers’ tendency to attempt to take the floor much more 
often and naturally. This could be one possible explanation for the unusual amount and length of 
inter-turn gaps in Class A’s group discussions. Their fear as L2 learners of being seen as 
overbearing and controlling by speaking too much may cause the students to wait for others to 
take the floor, leading to an increase in inter-turn gaps. 
In addition to the affective issues in turn-taking, another possible variable in causing 
inter-turn gaps is the use of preparation activities for group discussions, which leads into the 
second area of research for this paper: pre-task planning (PTP) activities (Ellis, 2005). The 
usefulness of pre-task activities has been claimed by numerous studies based on the information 
processing theory which explains that human beings can only process a limited amount of 
information, input or output, at one time (Huitt, 2003). Hence, if learners are given time to plan 
out their ideas, the pressure of processing information on working memory is decreased, 
theoretically making it easier to combine form and meaning through access of their own 
linguistic knowledge (Ellis, 2005). However, most of the research on task planning does not deal 
with the use of different kinds of PTP activities. Abdi et al. (2012) call for further research in 
examining how different conditions of strategic planning may have an effect on learners’ oral 
performance. This paper further explores the area of oral fluency in L2 communication by giving 
Class A several different PTP activities and tracking the amount and duration of inter-turn gaps. 
Hopefully, more insight will be shed on the usefulness of different types of preparation methods 
for oral tasks through this paper.  
As stated in the bi-annual Rikkyo University Instructor Handbook for EDC teachers, 
“The preparation activities allow students time to generate ideas on the discussion topic and 
become familiar with any vocabulary required to discuss the topic… [Instructors should] stress 
to students that one purpose of the preparation is to generate ideas...” (EDC Instructor’s 
Handbook, Fall 2013, p. 61). Thus, PTP activities in the EDC context aim specifically at 
providing students the chance to prepare ideas to use in discussions. Some of the more common 
PTP activities used by EDC instructors include a simple 2-4 minute talk between pairs about 
their initial ideas on the topic at hand, or some variation of a Stations activity. These two PTP 
activities, along with several others, are used in this paper to examine their usefulness for 
reducing inter-turn gaps during group discussions. 
DISCUSSION 
Five different PTP activities were used over the course of five lessons, with a total of ten 
discussions and ten chances to implement one of the PTP activities. Students were put into either 
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Group A or Group B for each discussion, changing the group dynamics every discussion so that 
students had a chance to work with different classmates. To help better understand the degree of 
silence in each group discussion, two categories were used to distinguish the length of each 
inter-turn gap: short pauses (less than 5 seconds) and long pauses (5 seconds or more). These 
two categories were decided upon after determining that a silence of 5 seconds or more was 
noticeably awkward by both instructor and students (even students from the other group). A 
short description of each PTP used in this study is given below, followed by the results of each 
group discussion in relation to the PTP activity used.  
Stations:  
The Stations activity was used in lessons 10, 11, and 12, which required students to work in 
pairs as they moved around the classroom to different posters on the wall, focusing on one of the 
ideas to be discussed in the following group discussion. Students were told to practice sharing 
their ideas with a partner while also practicing the previously taught target language (i.e. 
students were expected to focus on both content and previously taught target language).  
3-2-1:  
The 3-2-1 activity was used in lessons 10 and 12, and required students to take turns being both 
a listener and a speaker with one partner at a time. The first speaker would spend a total of six 
minutes through three different rounds (three minutes in round 1, two in round 2, and one in 
round 1) talking through their ideas to a different partner each time. The listener was only 
allowed to give Reactions while listening, but to ensure the listeners stayed on task, each listener 
was required to paraphrase at the end of the speaker’s turn. The goal of this PTP activity for 
speakers was to give students a chance to practice talking through (and repeating) what they 
would be saying in the group discussion. For listeners, the goal was to have exposure to ideas 
from peers to help them think about the topic from a different point of view. 
Quick Chat:  
Quick Chat was implemented in only one discussion, during lesson 13, and was similar to the 3-
2-1 activity above, but simplified. By giving students a few minutes to talk about their opinion 
with a partner, each student practiced explaining at least one idea they could talk about in the 
group discussion. Listeners were allowed to ask follow-up questions (unlike the 3-2-1 PTP 
activity). The Quick Chat gave listeners a chance to hear different ideas from their partner, and 
lasted for only three minutes when used in lesson 13. 
Individual Think Time:  
This Individual Think Time Preparation Activity, used in lessons 9, 11, and 13, was in addition 
to giving students time to read the discussion prompt and circle/check the choices provided in 
their textbook. Once the students marked their answers, they were instructed to think through 
what they wanted to say for each idea. Using this specific PTP was decided after several weeks 
of monitoring and tracking how Class A responded to other kinds of PTP activities, and 
postulating that students might benefit from time to simply sit and think about their own ideas 
before explaining them to a partner or group. 
No Preparation: 
The use of No Preparation, during lesson 9, was to help determine whether or not PTP activities 
helped students avoid inter-turn gaps during group discussions. The idea to do this came after 
several weeks of using different methods of preparing students for group discussions so that they 
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could have more fluid speaking turns to avoid inter-turn gaps, but continuing to see several 
instances of long, awkward silences while trying to pass and take the floor.  
 Stations 3-2-1 Quick 
Chat 
Individual 
Think 
Time 
No 
Preparation 
Short Pause (less than 5 seconds) 1.33 .5 2 1 0  
Long Pause (5 seconds or more) 4.67 4 9 6.33 4 
Average of Short and Long 
Pauses per Discussion 
 
6 
 
4.5 
 
11 
 
7.33 
 
4 
Table 1. Groups A and B’s average number of inter-turn gaps for each PTP activity 
To help compare the data for each PTP activity, Table 1 provides the average number of 
inter-turn gaps recorded in each discussion for both groups combined from lesson 9 through 13 
(total number of inter-turn gaps ÷ number of times PTP used). On average, Class A consistently 
faced four or more inter-turn gaps as a class in every discussion, which seemed to be much more 
than any other class during the semester. Although Quick Chat had the highest number of inter-
turn gaps among the five PTP activities used, there does not seem to be any type of pattern that 
can be derived from the length or number of inter-turn gaps and the type of PTP used. Thus, it 
can be assumed from the data collected that no significant difference was made in the use of the 
five different PTP activities used for the focus of this study. However, when interpreting the data 
collected, it is important to keep in mind that each PTP activity was not implemented the same 
number of times (e.g. While Stations was used a total of three times for this study, No 
Preparation was only used once). If each PTP activity had been used the same number of times, 
the study may have yielded different results. 
CONCLUSION 
This paper has reflected upon the reasons for inter-turn gaps in L2 group discussions, and 
whether or not PTP activities aid in reducing this problem. Based on the data collected, no 
significant conclusions can be drawn in terms of the effect of the PTP activity on inter-turn gaps 
in group discussions. However, there are a few important limitations in this study that may be 
the cause of finding no clear positive correlation between PTP activities and fluency, such as the 
variations of student groupings and topics. Only looking at the quantitative data collected in this 
study was not sufficient in understanding the cause for inter-turn gaps in Class A’s group 
discussions. To aid in better understanding the reasons for these inter-turn gaps, student oral 
responses were collected in the last lesson of the semester. 
Students were put into pairs and asked to discuss three main questions (“Are silences in 
group discussions good or bad?” “What were the causes of silences in group discussions?” and, 
“How can we avoid silences in group discussions?”). After comparing instructor insight with 
student responses, three main factors were identified: topic knowledge, L2 competence, and 
dominating discussions. Instructor and students agreed that when the topic was familiar or easily 
understood by group members, it was easier to avoid inter-turn gaps. Fluency increased when 
students had preconceived ideas on a particular topic, instead of having to develop ideas within 
the PTP activity. This claim is also supported by studies such as Skehan (1996) and Van Patten 
(2002) which found that learners have a limit of attention, meaning that the various language 
production and comprehension components are competing with one another for priority. If a 
learner focuses more on developing complex ideas, expressing these ideas will become less 
fluent. One example for Class A was with the topic of the death penalty. Students had talked 
????????????? ??? ??????????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion 
 
126 
 
about this topic in another class, and having this prior experience learning about the death 
penalty in their L1 seemed to aid the students in developing a more fluent English discussion. 
The second common concern for many of the students was that their level of English 
proficiency was not high enough to continue an extended group discussion without having 
moments of awkward silences. Ellis (2004) also points out that a possible cause for all the mixed 
results in the effectiveness of PTP in oral tasks is due to the learners’ proficiency level, and 
individual orientation to the three aspects of L2 competence (fluency, accuracy, and complexity). 
Different task types and burdens on the learner will produce different results even if the PTP 
remains consistent. Simply put, there are too many variables to hold PTP solely accountable for 
the results of a learner’s performance.  Hence, it seems reasonable to say that in order for 
students to have a more fluent discussion with few or no inter-turn gaps, a combination of 
factors must be satisfied, not only an effective PTP.  
In a study by Ryoo (2011), it was found that students in a particular EFL context followed 
a very monologic turn-taking system in group discussions (i.e. students were not connecting 
their ideas to one another, but simply expressing their own). However, unlike Ryoo (2011)’s 
study, Class A consistently created discussions which were connected and rich with ideas. The 
students in Ryoo (2011)’s study were taking turns giving monologues instead of connecting their 
ideas together as a typical conversation/discussion should, which limited the complexity of their 
discussion. Having disconnected turns between interlocutors was an additional problem for 
Ryoo (2011)’s participants, however, Class A was much more dialogic in their turns. Follow-up 
questions and agreement/disagreement were always evident in their group discussions (which 
may have led to an increase in inter-turn gaps), creating a much deeper group discussion, 
thereby increasing a fourth component of L2 competence specifically for interactions which I 
refer to as communicative cohesion. It could be said that Class A was putting more of an 
emphasis on this L2 communicative cohesion by trying to connect the ideas of each member and 
make a deeper discussion. With a stronger focus on one component of L2 competence, others 
such as fluency (more specifically, the amount of inter-turn gaps) may have been negatively 
affected. 
The last factor that both students and instructor believed to cause inter-turn gaps was 
learners tending to avoid competing for the floor, a reflection which is supported by Hauser 
(2009). Effective discussions in the EDC context are described as, “balanced and interactive, and 
constructed by all participants” (EDC Instructor’s Handbook, Fall 2013, p. 1). Due to this 
special feature of group discussions, students were reminded each week that a good discussion is 
one that allows for everyone in the group to take turns speaking and ask questions. Some 
students mentioned in the last lesson of the class that they did not want to talk too much, and 
wanted to give other students a chance to speak in order to create a more balanced discussion. 
Because of this worry, when the active students waited for the quieter ones to take the floor, 
inter-turn gaps were more prevalent. One important point to clarify is how an instructor should 
define an awkward silence (inter-turn gap) in an L2 group discussion. Although Sacks et al. 
(1974) and other studies have defined what constitutes an inter-turn gap in L1 interactions, it 
may not be realistic to hold L2 learners up to this expectation. When providing students with 
useful feedback, it is important for the instructor to clarify what is an acceptable length of 
silence between turns. 
Although this paper does not provide any definitive answers as to which PTP activities 
help students develop more fluent group discussions, it is an initial step in establishing an 
appropriate context for determining the usefulness of the pre-task in successfully completing an 
oral task: more specifically, reducing inter-turn gaps in group discussions to increase fluency. 
Future research could look more closely at the different areas of L2 competence (fluency, 
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accuracy, complexity, communicative cohesion, or a combination of the components) and how 
different PTP activities affect the task itself by keeping other variables more consistent. 
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